Women and Physical Activity
Regular physical activity is important for good physical and mental health. It helps to improve overall health and
fitness, maintain a healthy weight, reduce the risk of many chronic diseases and promote good mental health.1,2

Fact Sheet - Physical Activity

Physical activity is defined as:
“Any bodily movement produced by skeletal muscles that requires
energy expenditure”3
The Australian National Physical Activity Guidelines for both men
and women recommend that adults be active on most, preferably
all, days every week.4 The Guidelines recommend an accumulation
of 2 ½ - 5 hours of moderate intensity physical activity or 1 ¼ - 2 ½
of vigorous intensity physical activity each week, along with
muscle strengthening activities on at least 2 days each week. The
Guidelines also focus on reducing sedentary behaviour (prolonged
sitting) and breaking up long periods of sitting as much as possible.4

Some groups of women experience
additional barriers to physical activity.
These groups include:
 Indigenous Australian Women
 Women from culturally and
linguistically diverse backgrounds
 Same-sex attracted women
 Older women6

Only 41% of Australian women are achieving sufficient levels of physical activity for health benefit.5 Physical
activity is a gendered issue because the context of women’s lives can impact on their ability to participate in
regular physical activity. According to Women’s Health Victoria, “change needs to occur at the societal level to
address current gender roles and how they can limit women’s ability to be physically active and maintain
health”.6

Health Benefits
The health benefits of physical activity are widely acknowledged and include:




The prevention of chronic disease such as type 2
diabetes, cardiovascular disease and some cancers,
including bowel and breast cancer7,8,9
Lower blood pressure and cholesterol







Maintenance of a healthy weight
Improved mental health and wellbeing
Improved sleep
Improved muscle strength and bone mass2,9,10

Regular physical activity has been shown to relieve symptoms of depression and anxiety while improving mental
health and wellbeing.6,10 It does this through increasing energy levels, acting as a distraction from daily worries,
increasing social contact and altering serotonin, endorphin and stress levels in the brain to lift mood.11
Social connection is a key benefit of physical activity, and often motivates women’s continued participation in
physical activity while also improving mental health.6, 12 Group exercise is found to be a means of social support,
especially for older women.13 Regular physical activity has additional benefits for older women as it aids muscle
strength, aerobic capacity, the reduction of fracture risk and facilitates the maintenance of independence over
time.10,14
Inadequate levels of physical activity in women and girls are linked to obesity which can contribute to a number
of interrelated health issues. These include earlier onset of puberty,15 polycystic ovary syndrome (PCOS),16
gestational diabetes,17 type 2 diabetes,9 cardiovascular disease7 and osteoporosis.18

Barriers to physical activity
Women face numerous barriers to being physically active, including:





Lack of time12 – Work and study commitments contribute to a lack of physical activity for 19% of Australian
women.19 In addition, juggling household duties, paid work and childrearing can mean that many women don’t
find time to exercise.1,6
Multiple care-giving responsibilities – This includes caring for family and taking responsibility for household
duties.1 Fourteen percent of Australian women cite family commitments as a constraint for sport or physical
recreation - almost twice the number of males.19
Existing health conditions – Older women especially are more likely to have a chronic health condition that can
limit their ability to exercise.1,6
Lower socioeconomic status (SES) – Low SES women are less likely to likely to exercise regularly than those with
a higher SES due to barriers such as less public transport, perceptions of safety, cost and lack of facilities in low
SES areas.1,20 They often do not experience the additional benefits of physical activity, such as social interaction,
and are more likely to have negative perceptions of physical activity.6

Other gender-specific considerations:
 Gender stereotyping can lead some women to believe that child rearing and domestic chores are ‘women’s
work’ which can mean they are less likely to exercise, perhaps due to feelings of guilt about taking time out for
themselves.1
 Women can feel uncomfortable undertaking physical activity in public areas because of sexist attitudes,
unwelcoming spaces for women, and expectations about women’s ‘place’, i.e. in the home and caring for others
rather than themselves.20
 Body image perceptions can inhibit some women from participating in sports and physical activity.6 Overweight
women often experience the additional barrier of discrimination, which can lead to withdrawal from physical
activity.6

Eastern Metropolitan Region (EMR)
Findings for the Victorian Population Health Survey 200821 show that:
 Females in Boroondara (67.7%) are most likely to spend sufficient time on physical activity through the week to
achieve benefits. Females in Maroondah (31.1%) are most likely to spend insufficient time being physically
active.
 Females in the region are generally less likely than men to spend sufficient time on physical activity through the
week to achieve health benefits (especially in Knox and Monash). The exceptions are in Manningham and Yarra
Ranges where females are slightly more likely than males to spend sufficient time on physical activity.22

Percentage of Population

Levels of Physical Activity for Females, 2008 EMR LGA's and Victoria21
80
70
60
50
40
30
20
10
0

Sedentary
Insufficient levels
Sufficient levels

State and Local Government Area

© Women’s Health East
Published December 2012
Address: 1/125 George Street, Doncaster East 3109

Updated June 2015
Phone: 9851 3700

Website: www.whe.org.au

References
1

Better Health Channel 2012, Physical Activity – Women, Better Health Channel, retrieved 26 October 2012,
‘http://www.betterhealth.vic.gov.au/bhcv2/bhcpdf.nsf/ByPDF/Physical_activity_women/$File/Physical_activity_women
.pdf.
2

Heart Foundation, ‘Physical Activity’, retrieved 30 October 2012, http://www.heartfoundation.org.au/activeliving/physical-activity/Pages/default.aspx
3

World health Organisation 2012, ‘Global Strategy on Diet, Physical Activity and Health: Physical Activity’, retrieved 26
October 2012, http://www.who.int/dietphysicalactivity/pa/en/index.html
4

Australian Government Department of Health 2014, Australia's Physical Activity and Sedentary Behaviour Guidelines,
Australia’s Physical Activity & Sedentary Behaviour Guidelines for Adults (18-64 years)’, Australian Government
Department of Health, retrieved 18 February 2015,
http://www.health.gov.au/internet/main/publishing.nsf/content/health-pubhlth-strateg-phys-act-guidelines#apaadult
5

Australian Bureau of Statistics 2013, ‘4156.0.55.001 - Perspectives on Sport, Nov 2013 - Let's get physical: how do adult
Australians
measure
up?’,
retrieved
19
February
2015,
http://www.aihw.gov.au/WorkArea/DownloadAsset.aspx?id=6442454842
6

Women’s Health Victoria 2010, Gender Impact Assessment No. 12: Women and Physical Activity, retrieved 26 October
2012, Women’s Health Victoria, http://whv.org.au/static/files/assets/5cdddc1f/Women_and_physical_activity_GIA.pdf
7

Australian Institute of Health and Welfare 2009, Prevention of cardiovascular disease, diabetes and chronic kidney
disease: targeting risk factors, Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, retrieved 26 October 2012,
http://www.aihw.gov.au/WorkArea/DownloadAsset.aspx?id=6442459914
8

Cancer Council Australia 2012, ‘Move your Body’, retrieved 30 October 2012, http://www.cancer.org.au/preventingcancer/reduce-your-risk/move-your-body.html
9

Diabetes Victoria 2012, ‘Physical Activity for Type
http://www.diabetesvic.org.au/type-2-diabetes/physical-activity

2

Diabetes’,

retrieved

30

October

2012,

10

Centre for Disease Control and Prevention 2011, ‘Physical Activity and Health: The benefits of physical activity’,
retrieved 30 October 2012, http://www.cdc.gov/physicalactivity/everyone/health/index.html
11

Beyond Blue 2012, ‘Keeping Active: Fact Sheet No. 8’,
retrieved
http://www.headspace.org.au/media/152767/exercise%20and%20mh%20bb.pdf

13

November

2012,

12

Jewson, E, Spittle, M and Casey M 2008, ‘A preliminary analysis of barriers, intentions, and attitudes towards
moderate physical activity in women who are overweight’, Journal of Science and Medicine in Sport, vol. 11, no. 6, pp.
558-561, doi: http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jsams.2007.08.002
13

Martin P, McCann TV 2005, ‘Exercise and older women's wellbeing’, Contemporary Nurse, vol. 20, no. 2, pp. 169-79,
retrieved 30 October 2012, http://search.informit.com.au/documentSummary;dn=642490149758149;res=IELHEA
14

Heart Foundation 2005, Physical Activity and healthy ageing, Heart Foundation, retrieved 30 October 2012,
http://www.heartfoundation.org.au/SiteCollectionDocuments/GP-Physical-activity-and-healthy-ageing.pdf
15

Cesario SK, Hughes LA 2007, ‘Precocious puberty: a comprehensive review of literature’, retrieved 26 October 2012,
Journal Of Obstetric, Gynecologic, And Neonatal Nursing, vol. 36, no. 3, pp. 263-74, doi: 10.1111/j.15526909.2007.00145.x
16

Jean Hailes 2014, ‘PCIOS – Symptoms and causes’, retrieved 19 February 2015, http://jeanhailes.org.au/health-az/pcos/symptoms-causes
17

Jean Hailes 2014, ‘Gestational Diabetes’, retrieved 19 February 2015, http://jeanhailes.org.au/health-a-z/fertilitypregnancy/gestational-diabetes

© Women’s Health East
Published December 2012
Address: 1/125 George Street, Doncaster East 3109

Updated June 2015
Phone: 9851 3700

Website: www.whe.org.au

18

Australian Institute of Health and Welfare 2011, A snapshot of osteoporosis in Australia 2011,
Retrieved
30
October
2012,
Australian
Institute
of
Health
http://www.aihw.gov.au/WorkArea/DownloadAsset.aspx?id=10737418747&libID=10737418746

and

Welfare,

19

Australian Social trends 2007, ‘Participation in Sports and Physical Recreation’, retrieved 30 October 2012,
http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/0/0f4b69ddff667646ca25732c00207f44?opendocument#CONSTRAINTS%20
AND%20MOTIVATORS
20

Ball K, Salmon J, Giles-Corti B, Crawford B 2006, ‘How can socioeconomic differences in physical activity be explained?
A qualitative study’, Women and Health, vol. 43, no. 1, pp. 93-113, retrieved 30 October 2012,
http://dro.deakin.edu.au/view/DU:30003679
21

Department of Health, ‘Victorian Population Health Survey 2008 report and fact sheets’, retrieved 26 October 2012,
http://www.health.vic.gov.au/healthstatus/survey/vphs2008.htm
22

Women’s Health East 2010, Women in Melbourne’s East: A data Book for Program and Service Planning in Health and
Wellbeing. Volume 2: Health Profile, Women’s Health East, retrieved 19 February 2015, http://whe.org.au/wpcontent/uploads/sites/3/2014/10/2010_Resource_-Data-Book-Volume-2.pdf

© Women’s Health East
Published December 2012
Address: 1/125 George Street, Doncaster East 3109

Updated June 2015
Phone: 9851 3700

Website: www.whe.org.au

